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It is not a simple task to define a liberal arts education. The philosophical
ideal has a long tradition that can be traced to the Greek philosopher Socrates,
and the rhetorical ideal finds its roots in the Roman statesman Cicero (Taylor,
2002). Moreover, through the centuries, the liberal arts and sciences have taken
on many variations and evolved into many strands. The purpose of this paper
is not to delve into the complex history of the liberal arts and sciences (LAS),
but rather, by way of background (1) to summarize a basic essence of an LAS
education, (2) to suggest how critical realism and a Christian worldview can
help systematize and give purpose to an LAS education, and primarily (3) to
describe how language educators can introduce students to content-based
language learning in the liberal arts and sciences.
The Essence of the Liberal Arts and Sciences
Taylor (2002) contrasts the philosophical and rhetorical ideals of liberal arts
education with the characters philosophers and orators. These two groups
differ in the kinds of values that they emphasize for education. In very simple
terms, orators educated citizens to lead society in practical ways, and
philosophers educated pupils in the pursuit of truth. An orator would instruct
pupils in classical works to help them attain leadership skills, wisdom, virtue,
and eloquent speaking skills. A philosopher would educate pupils to pursue
truth, encouraging them to examine their values and beliefs to see if they are
good or true. The following chart adapts and summarizes how Taylor (2002: 2)
contrasts and simplifies the differing emphases of the orators and philosophers.
According to Taylor, the orators and philosophers oppose the sophistic abuse
of rhetoric and logic that neglects truth and that allows ends to justify means.
Moreover, both orators and philosophers oppose an overly narrow utilitarian
approach to education that only focuses on vocational, professional, or technical
training. Instead, a liberal arts education must be general enough to benefit any
person no matter their vocation. In ancient times, liberal education was for free
aristocratic men, but in the modern era, a liberal arts education is not aristocratic,
but democratic. Ideally, it is for everyone: men, women, minorities, the wealthy,
the poor, etc.
Taylor (2002: 4) suggests that we can harmonize the rhetorical and philosophical
purposes of the liberal arts and sciences as an education of the mind in beauty,
goodness, and truth. That is, we educate the mind (1) to think and learn about
what is true; (2) to learn how to live a good life; and (3) to create and enjoy
beautiful and useful things. The following chart adapts and summarizes Taylor’s
harmonization of the orators’ and philosophers’ approach to the liberal arts and
sciences.
In medieval universities, the introductory liberal arts curriculum consisted of
grammar, logic, and rhetoric. This was called the trivium, and when a student
completed it, he was entitled to a bachelor’s degree. Taylor (2002: 5) claims that
the trivium stands at the heart of liberal education, and for today, this means
that liberally educated students should develop strong abilities in language use,
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Orators tend to emphasize Philosophers tend to emphasize
蜴 practical good living 蜴 theoretical true believing
蜴 pursuit of goodness 蜴 pursuit of truth
蜴 moral virtues 蜴 mental virtues
蜴 good citizenship 蜴 good scholarship
蜴 effective speaking 蜴 logical thinking
蜴 the extrinsic value of knowledge 蜴 the intrinsic value of knowledge
蜴 pragmatic politics 蜴 speculative metaphysics
蜴 dogmatism 蜴 skepticism
蜴 possessing wisdom 蜴 pursuing wisdom
Figure 1: Contrasting the Orators and Philosophers (Taylor, 2002: 2)
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logical reasoning, and effective communication. After the trivium, medieval
students could study the more advanced quadrivium, which included
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music, and upon completing this course,
students could be awarded a Master of Arts degree. (Encarta, 2009). Today,
modern liberal arts colleges tend to emphasize creative arts, literature,
languages, philosophy, politics, history, mathematics, and natural sciences
(physics, chemistry, and biology), and the social sciences (psychology,
sociology, anthropology, political science, and economics).
Interestingly, educators can apply the principles of the trivium for teaching
and learning in all these areas of knowledge. First, in the grammar stage,
learners acquire and classify facts, data, and information, forming a foundation
of knowledge in a particular field. Second, in the logic stage, learners analyze
and synthesize facts, data, and information through deductive and inductive
reasoning. With this principled approach to the trivium, we can easily see how
it forms a strong foundation for further study. For example, if a learner does
not acquire the grammar (get the facts) of her introductory biology class, she
will not be able to understand the logic of biology (do analysis of the facts), and
so she will not be able to handle the rhetoric of biology (communicate the facts).
Without mastering the first two stages, the last stage will be especially futile.
“Without grammar and logic… rhetoric is empty” (Short, 2009: 7).
A Unifying Theme and Purpose for the Liberal Arts and Sciences
The principles of the trivium can guide teachers and learners as they work
through a particular field of study. Nevertheless, the above list of diverse
disciplines may still seem overly broad, unsystematic, and lacking purpose,
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Educate the mind to
learn what is true through live a good life through enjoy beauty through
calculating, estimating, imagining, deliberating, perceiving, imagining,
hypothesizing, reasoning, discerning, valuing, creating, inventing,
questioning, knowing and planning and deciding. organizing, measuring,
remembering. evaluating and designing.
Figure 2: Harmonizing the Philosophers and Orators (Taylor, 2002: 4)
and this raises a challenge for educators to find a unifying theme and purpose
for the liberal arts and sciences. Historian George Marsden (2001) argues that
the role and influence of liberal arts colleges is in relative decline. He cites
causes that include universities focusing more on professional disciplines and
less on liberal arts; market forces pushing schools in practical directions; and
the high cost of an apparently impractical liberal arts education. Historically in
the US, mainline Protestant colleges designed liberal arts curricula based on
moral and religious ideals, but many of these schools have moved away from
their religious roots (Marsden, 1992). Thus, in addition to the problems
concerning a unifying theme and purpose, Marsden says that the “Liberal arts
is now a specialized educational enterprise likely to have only limited appeal in
the popular educational market” (Marsden, 2001: 3).
In spite of Marsden’s less than optimistic point of view, a number of key
educators strongly advocate reinvigorating what they call liberal education
(AAC&U, 2002). These educators, from the Association of American Colleges
and Universities, define liberal education in the following way.
Liberal education: A philosophy of education that empowers individuals,
liberates the mind from ignorance, and cultivates social responsibility.
Characterized by challenging encounters with important issues, and more a
way of studying than specific content, liberal education can occur at all types
of colleges and universities (AAC&U, 2002: 25).
This vision of liberal education is broad and focuses on the national level in the
US. It is defined as practical “because it develops just those capacities needed
by every thinking adult: analytical skills, effective communication, practical
intelligence, ethical judgment, and social responsibility” (26). These educators
also define liberal education as inclusive in that “it seeks out varied perspectives,
crosses disciplinary lines, pursues wisdom from multiple cultures, and employs
a range of teaching strategies” (27).
On one side, Marsden points us to a niche strategy for LAS education, but
the AAC&U points us to a much broader and ambitious strategy. However, for
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both points of view, it seems vitally important to infuse a liberal arts education
with purpose and to systematically clarify its themes and objectives. The aim
of this paper is not to set a grand scheme for liberal arts education. Instead, the
goal is smaller: to provide a set of workable guidelines that educators can
consider when they (1) integrate the objectives of a language program with the
LAS objectives of the university, and (2) when they develop LAS content for
language classrooms. With this in mind, the following section suggests ideas
for systematizing the liberal arts and infusing it with coherence and purpose.
Infusing the Liberal Arts and Sciences with Coherence and Purpose
Regarding the idea of systemization, Marsden (2001: 5) states, “In the era of
the rise of American universities, the founders of the modern liberal arts ideal
assumed a coherence of knowledge.” He goes on to claim that this assumption
was a vestige of their Christian heritage, which presumed that the various
fields in the arts and sciences would complement each other and form a
foundation that would help educate well-rounded citizens. Marsden goes on to
claim that few secular educators today have a worldview that supports the idea
of a “coherence of knowledge.” However, Marsden suggests that religious
schools that systematically and intentionally integrate faith and learning will
be able to provide a basis for a coherence of knowledge through their religious
faith.
This is not to say that only religious schools can provide a worldview that
sets out a coherence of knowledge. Though post-modernism is probably not a
good candidate to set out this coherence, other systems of thought have been
advanced. For example, Wilson (1998) proposed the “the consilience of the
disciplines” in his book Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge. In this work,
Wilson attempts to set out a complete theory of everything based on reductionist
and naturalistic science. Wilson gives an intriguing example of how scholars
might use naturalistic philosophy to set out a coherence of knowledge. Wilson
has his fans (Pinker, 1998) and his critics Jamieson (1998), but from this
author’s perspective, Wilson’s approach may have some potential, but it also
has problems. For example, it seems very difficult to ground morality on a
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completely reductionist and naturalistic worldview. More practically speaking,
it is not evident that scholars in the humanities will want to submit their
disciplines to what they may perceive as a radically reductionist and potentially
scientistic viewpoint (Rose & Rose, 2000).
On the other hand, neither will the broader academic community easily accept
the value of a Christian worldview that proposes a coherence of knowledge.
Nonetheless, it is possible that Christian institutions can stand up to the
scrutiny of the broader academic culture in the quality of their scholarship, in
the logical consistency of their worldview, and in the positive results of their
educational activities. There are many book-length treatments dealing with
Christian worldview and the liberal arts (Kreider, 1961; Calvin College, 1970;
Mannoia, 2000), but space will not allow for in-depth summaries of these
works. For our purposes here, it will be best to set down some general guidelines
and then simply and briefly compare and contrast how naturalistic philosophy
and Christian theism can lead us in different educational directions.
Besides Wilson, Alister McGrath also sets out a proposal for the coherence of
knowledge in his three works dealing with scientific theology, Nature (2001),
Reality (2002), and Theory (2003). In a summary and introductory book to these
three volumes, McGrath says the following regarding how to defragment and
thus reconnect human intellectual discourse.
So how can any such reconnection take place… that there exists a single method,
which can be applied consistently to every discipline? That is one of the major
themes to be explored by a scientific theology. Although focusing on the
critical relationship between theology and the natural sciences, its methods
are capable of being extended to other areas as well (McGrath, 2004: 24).
While focusing on method, McGrath emphasizes the notion of stratified reality,
and in so doing he relies on Bhaskar (1998). Bhaskar is a critical realist who
opposes reductionism and insists that we regard nature as a stratified reality.
A stratified reality implies that scholars will use different methods for doing
research, depending on the nature of the objects or subjects that they study.
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That is, scholars will use different methods and explanatory tools in order to do
academic work in different disciplines, such as chemistry, physics, biology,
sociology, psychology, and theology. In contrast, and as a simplified example, a
reductionist might try to understand sociology or psychology purely by the
laws of chemistry or physics. In response, a critical realist might say that
chemistry and physics can teach us some things about psychology, and perhaps
less so with sociology, but this reductionism gives us an incomplete picture. In
Bhaskar’s critical realism, however, “it is the nature of the object that determines
the form of its possible science” (Bhaskar, 1998: 3). That is, the nature of the
object determines how we know it. Ontology determines epistemology.
These are abstract concepts for a paper that is ultimately about applied
linguistics. However, the goal here is to find a unifying theme and purpose for
using liberal arts and sciences in language education. Critical realism allows us
to engage different strata of reality, the physical, chemical, biological, psychological,
social, linguistic and the theological, by using methods appropriate to each
discipline. This thus frees us from reductionism and a rigid form of naturalism.
That is, it allows us to determine our method of inquiry a posteriori and not be
pre-empted by a priori naturalism and reductionism.
Working within a Christian worldview, a scholar can freely use naturalistic
explanations. That is to say, there are always going to be physical explanations
for things; however, there will not necessarily always be a physical explanation
for everything. In this way, we can see that an education of the mind in beauty,
goodness, and truth looks very different from the perspective of naturalism
versus the perspective of Christian theism. From a Christian perspective, we
will aim to learn what is true about the physical world and about the spiritual
world. Our understanding about what is good will depend on the ethics of our
Christian worldview, and we will understand what beauty is in a way that is
influenced by our community and its faith.
These conceptual claims begin to form the basis of how we might endeavor
for a coherence of knowledge. Christian critical realism gives us different learning
methods that are determined by the nature of the subjects we study. In simple
terms, we will not be bound to explain everything in a physicalistic way. In
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looking at human behavior, we may see biological, social, or spiritual causes,
and these spiritual causes do not have to be ethereal and vague. They can deal
with how people experience morality, meaning, and purpose, and how they
experience God. Naturalists tend not to explain these kinds of experiences; they
tend to explain them away. But Christian theists may carefully explain these
different levels of reality, and they may do so in a logically consistent manner
based on a worldview that is coherent internally with itself and congruous
externally with the real world.
In this way, we can state a simple philosophy of liberal arts and sciences
education like this.
• Educate learners in beauty, goodness, and truth in a creation of multi-layered
reality…
• so that they may understand, synthesize, and communicate knowledge of
what is real…
• in order to serve and flourish in a world that is made, sustained, and loved
by God.
This is a most basic vision of the liberal arts and sciences, but it begins to give
us a simple and straightforward statement of purpose. This statement can
form a basis for guiding teachers to develop content that will benefit learners
in a broad liberal arts sense, and as we will see below, in a linguistic sense also.
Relating LAS to Language Education
Though one does not generally think of the liberal arts as language
education, language is fundamental to all learning.
Since the main goal of liberal learning is knowledge of various truths, and
since human beings grasp truths primarily (and perhaps exclusively) by
means of language, the methods of liberal learning will involve various uses
of language. Chief among these uses of language are reading, writing, speaking
and listening (Taylor, 2002: 2–3)
Taylor is thinking of learners who already possess superior or native-like
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linguistic skills; however, his ideas apply to language learners also. For those
who have experienced grammar-translation or other traditional approaches to
foreign language learning, the idea of doing LAS studies in the language
classroom may be hard to imagine. How can people with low English skills
learn about biology, literature, or medicine? The answer is clear. They can do
this through graded and simplified content.
Today, writers and teachers can grade texts and stories using sophisticated
computer programs. These programs produce a lexical profile that shows the
frequency of vocabulary items in the text. The programs thus allow writers to
exchange out the lower frequency words with higher frequency words. The
lexical profiler used for this study (Cobb, 2009 & Heatly & Nation, 1994) is
based on the British National Corpus (BNC) and can be found at <lextutor.ca/
vp/bnc>. This profiler, for example, allows writers to objectively simplify texts
to a level where 95% of the words come from the 1000 most frequent English
words. The BNC divides word frequency into bands of 1000 words, and the
LAS stories (of about 250–350 words) from this study are graded on these
bands. For example, if the editor is targeting a story for Step 3, then he ensures
that 95% or more of the words are in the top 3000 words of the BNC. If the
editor is targeting a story for Step 2, then he ensures that 95% or more of the
words are in the top 2000 words of the BNC. See Figure 3 below for details.
Editors aim for 95% coverage because learners can read enjoyably and
improve vocabulary if they know at least 95% of the words in a story (Laufer
1989; 1992; Hirsh and Nation, 1992). The ’95% Rule’ also enables learners to
guess unknown words from context without necessarily relying on dictionary
(Nation, 1990; Laufer, 1997). Hu and Nation (2000) later claimed 98% coverage
to be better, and this small but significant difference raises important research
and pedagogical questions, but in this study perhaps because learners used
short texts, they did not experience the stories as too difficult even when they
knew about 95% of the words. Short texts appear to be easier than long texts;
moreover, perhaps students felt the level of the stories was not too hard because
they spent some intensive time working on them in class. In a word, however,
the key point is that the liberal arts and sciences stories were graded so that
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students can enjoy them easily and with confidence.
The stories used in this project are graded into five levels or steps, and they
can be found at the online liberal arts and sciences magazine BeeOasis.com.
Figure 3 shows the grading of these stories based on the BNC.
This kind of graded reading is a well-researched area of applied linguistics,
and it can be considered a best practice in language education (Waring, 2006;
Nation, 1997; Hafiz and Tutor, 1989; Day and Bramford, 1998; Renandya and
Jacobs, 2002; Renandya, 2007). However, linguists have done very little research
about teaching graded LAS content to language learners. It is common to find
courses and texts dealing with writing, critical thinking, and reading; however,
there is practically nothing that takes the goals of the liberal arts and sciences
and focuses them on second language education. The nearest thing we can find
for teaching LAS content to ESL learners are the non-fiction graded readers
that exist, such as the Footprint Reading Library (Waring, 2007) and the The
Oxford FactFiles (Lindop, 2008). These sets of graded readers present real-
world non-fiction stories; however, they are limited in number; they are still
rather narrow in their focus on the general sciences, and they are not based on
a clear LAS philosophy.
Using LAS Stories in the Language Classroom
The following section briefly describes how short, graded LAS stories have
been used by hundreds of university students and adult learners in Japan.
Stories have been successfully used for 2 years at 3 separate locations: Keio
University, Saint Luke’s International Hospital, and Tokyo Christian University
(TCU). In general, students claim to have had positive language-learning
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Step Description BNC Lexical Grading Approximate Word Count
1 Very Easy 95% of the words are in the BNC top 1000 200-250
2 Easy 95% of the words are in the BNC top 2000 200-275
3 Middle 95% of the words are in the BNC top 3000 225-275
4 Advanced 95% of the words are in the BNC top 4000 250-300
5 Near Native 95% of the words are in the BNC top 5000 250-400
Figure 3: LAS Stories Graded into 5 Steps
117
experiences with these stories. In two research projects, the stories were also
tested at TCU with 9 students in 2008 and 24 students in 2009, and this research
(Poulshock, 2009) surveyed how both of these groups perceived their experiences
of doing extensive graded reading with traditional graded readers and with
graded stories in the liberal arts and sciences. The study also examined how
students learned vocabulary from the LAS stories. The results support the idea
that learners enjoy, are motivated by, and can gain vocabulary knowledge
through using short, graded LAS stories.
For the survey, students used a 10-point Likert scale (Figure 4) to evaluate
their perceptions of the LAS stories (Poulshock, 2009). Questions focused on
motivation, interest, enjoyableness, and educational significance. For example,
the survey asked the students if they found the traditional graded readers and
the LAS stories to be interesting and enjoyable. Regarding interest and
enjoyment, the combined groups gave the traditional graded readers a 7.08
score, and they gave the LAS stories a 7.98 score. Another question asked
students if they felt the traditional graded readers and the LAS stories gave
them important knowledge for their education. For this question, traditional
graded readers scored a 7.21, and LAS stories scored a 7.63. Learners used the
traditional graded readers outside of class, and they could access the LAS
stories online while outside of class. They also used worksheets in class for the
LAS stories. Students agreed at 7.38 that the traditional graded readers helped
them improve their English outside of class, and they agreed at 8.21 that the
LAS worksheets helped them learn English inside of class.
It is clearly a good thing if materials motivate students. It is also good if
students perceive that these materials are helping them learn linguistic skills
and general knowledge. Nevertheless, we still need to see if the students are
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Circle the numbers 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10 for your opinion.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very Strongly Disagree Disagree a Barely Barely Agree a Agree Strongly Very
Strongly Disagree Little Disagree Agree Little Agree Strongly
Disagree Don’t Know Don’t Know Agree
Figure 4: 10-point Likert Scale
actually learning. In the aforementioned study (Poulshock, 2009), learners were
pre-tested and post-tested on 5 different LAS stories (5 pre-tests and 5 post-
tests) to check their vocabulary learning. For each story, they took a 10-question
vocabulary test two times, once before interacting with the story and once
again about 10 days after they first did the story. The teacher did not focus
explicitly on teaching vocabulary to students; pre-tests were not returned to
students, but students were told to review the LAS story in question because
they would be given the same test again.
The results were rather positive. Students showed vocabulary gains on every
10-question post-test, and the overall increase for all 5 tests was an average of
1.67 points for all post-tests. On average, students got 60% of their answers
correct on the pre-tests, and they got 76% of their answers correct on the post-
tests. That is, they moved from a near failing 60% score to an above average
score of 76% mainly by reading the graded stories and working out the meaning
for themselves. Perhaps these gains are not that impressive, and we do not have
evidence that the gains will be long-term. But in general, we can say that the
results are positive, especially interpreted in light of the fact that students
perceive the stories as helpful, motivating, and enjoyable for learning English.
The Future of Liberal Arts and Sciences in Language Education
This short paper has made two major points. First, the liberal arts and
sciences can help us create a philosophy for educating the mind in beauty,
goodness, and truth as learners acquire the grammar (factual knowledge), the
logic (thinking skills), and rhetoric (communication skills) for life and
flourishing in the world today. This LAS philosophy can attain a level of
“coherence of knowledge” as it is articulated in a Christian worldview that
helps us see the world as a multi-layered reality (physical, social, psychological,
and spiritual) in which the ontology of a particular layer determines our
methods for understanding it. Second, LAS education is not just for those with
superior or native-like language skills. Language learners can enjoy a beneficial
introduction to the liberal arts and sciences through the use of graded stories.
Language educators can use lexical profiling tools to grade stories at levels that
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are just right for learners where they know around 95%-98% of the lexis in a
given text. This level is just right for guessing meanings from context, and it
also allows students to avoid over-using their dictionaries. In the cited preliminary
study (Poulshock, 2009), language learners found these stories enjoyable,
motivating, and significant for their education. They also showed positive
gains in vocabulary learning by interacting with these stories.
In conclusion, short, graded stories in the liberal arts and sciences have been
successfully and enjoyably used with hundreds of students during a 2-year
period at three different institutions mentioned above. Moreover, between January
1, 2009 and November 1, 2009, readers and listeners have viewed stories over
65,000 times at the website where these stories are published. With this in mind,
it appears that these stories have potential for future curriculum development
and academic research, and they have potential for classroom and online education
as well.
For future curriculum development, writers need to create a comprehensive
library stories that deal with vital LAS topics and themes that would provide a
storehouse of LAS graded primers for use in the language classroom and for
online learning. For academic research, scholars can do additional tests on
vocabulary learning, especially looking at a whole corpus of words, not from
individual stories, but from a whole set of 10-15 stories used over a whole
semester. Moreover, scholars should also look at the empirical side of the liberal
arts equation, attending to how these stories affect student abilities in general
knowledge, logical reasoning, and communicative skills. For classroom education,
teachers can continue to develop techniques for doing LAS education in the
language classroom. These techniques can focus on listening, vocabulary,
critical thinking, and discussion activities. In short, there remains a great deal
of interesting and creative work to be done for language learning in the liberal
arts and sciences that can serve the goals of educating learners in language,
beauty, goodness, and truth.
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